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process in family consumption
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Abstract Existing child inﬂuence studies have been critiqued for employing an
individualistic or dyadic approach to explore the types of inﬂuence strategies
which children use to sway parental decisions. In this paper, we refocus research
attention to explore the intra-familial processes leading to child inﬂuence
strategies deployed within the family setting. Using a family perspective, we
present the stories of 29 family informants, capturing the voices of children and
their parents through a series of in-depth interviews. Our ﬁndings suggest that
the inﬂuence strategies which children subsequently utilised were informed by a
process of pre-inﬂuence strategy interaction. That is, children’s interactions with
their parents and siblings work to co-construct the eventual inﬂuence strategies
utilised, illuminating the emergence of highly co-constructed and networked
inﬂuence strategies within the family setting.
Keywords children; inﬂuence strategies; family; perspective taking;
co-construction
Introduction
Given that children are becoming increasingly inﬂuential in decision making
within contemporary families (Belch, Krentler, & Willis-Flurry, 2005; Lawlor &
Prothero, 2011; Wang, Holloway, Beatty, & Hill, 2007) and are exerting greater
purchase inﬂuence across a wider range of product classiﬁcations than was once
acknowledged (Götze, Prange, & Uhrovska, 2009; Thomson, Laing, & McKee,
2007), understanding the purchase inﬂuence of children remains a topic of signiﬁcant
importance. However, existing child inﬂuence studies have been critiqued for
employing an individualistic or dyadic approach to explore child inﬂuence strategies
at the expense of exploring the family context within which these strategies emerge
(Cotte & Wood, 2004; Epp & Price, 2008; Lawlor & Prothero, 2011).
Further, as documented by Flurry (2007), examination of children’s purchase
inﬂuence within the family setting tends to centre on the type of child inﬂuence
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strategies per se (e.g. asking, telling, bargaining, emotion-based, request) (Palan
& Wilkes, 1997) to the relative neglect of understanding the sometimes highly
complex, iterative processes leading to the emergence of these speciﬁc child inﬂuence
strategies (Cotte & Wood, 2004; Palan & Wilkes, 1997). The contribution offered
by this paper is therefore twofold: to build on calls to shift family consumer
research from an individualistic/dyadic to a contextual/familial focus, and to
develop an understanding of, and to conceptualise, the intra-familial interaction
processes leading to the eventual emergence of inﬂuence strategies and concomitant
consumption behaviour.
We adopt a ‘family perspective’ in this paper. This follows from current work
in family consumer research (Epp & Price, 2008; Lawlor & Prothero, 2011) that
highlights the need to move away from the over-individualisation of family research
towards a more holistic, contextual approach. Epp and Price (2011), for example,
conceptualise the family as a tightly linked customer network, highlighting the
interplay between family members and how such interaction leads to the emergence
of collective consumption goals. They argue that this conceptualisation needs to be
foregrounded in future child and family consumption studies, not only to develop a
more holistic understanding of family consumption, but also to reﬂect contemporary
theoretical developments in consumer research and the broader social sciences better.
We present the stories of 29 family informants, collected through a series of in-
depth interviews in this qualitative study, investigating a series of speciﬁc family
settings in which inﬂuence processes are contextually played out. Our research
ﬁndings point towards the importance of these processes during which children’s
eventual inﬂuence strategies were co-constructed and informed by other family
members and through family interactions and negotiations. We conclude our paper
by suggesting that the children studied were highly skilled at the inﬂuence strategy
process, and were adaptive in their negotiations and behaviours, which were often
recounted as iterative, processual narratives leading to eventual strategic success. Such
skills, we argue, are important in children’s development as competent consumers,
not only helping the consumer socialisation process (Dotson & Hyatt, 2000; John,
1999; Moschis & Churchill, 1978), but also in terms of children developing a
reﬂective understanding of family economics, constraints and possibilities, and the
commercial realities of the marketplace (Lawlor & Prothero, 2011).
The purchase inﬂuence of children
Consumer research reports that inﬂuence occurs when an individual acts in such
a way as to change the behaviour of another individual intentionally (Cartwright,
1959). We begin our literature review by identifying the inﬂuence strategies which
children use to sway parental decisions, as established in earlier research. We thus
seek to contextualise the stories from our empirical data in which the children,
alongside their parents, describe the inﬂuence processes through which parental
decisions emerge. Following this, we investigate research on the level and extent
of children’s purchase inﬂuence within the family setting. Our review highlights that
although family consumer researchers have developed a detailed understanding of the
repertoire of inﬂuence strategies that children are believed to use, understanding the
processes through which certain inﬂuence strategies emerge or how the intra-familial
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Consumer research over the past 40 years has established that ‘purchase decisions
within the family are not always the outcome of individual choice, but rather, family
members inﬂuence each other’ (Hamilton & Catterall, 2006, p. 1032). Examinations
of children’s inﬂuence strategies began with studies of cereal choices, which identify
that both the child’s assertiveness and the mother’s child-centeredness were central
to a mother’s susceptibility to her child’s requests (Berey & Pollay, 1968). Further,
they posit that children are more successful if they tell their mothers to buy their
preferred cereal or if they demand their choice, rather than if they simply ask their
mother for it or request the item (Atkin, 1978).
Other studies examine how children attempt to inﬂuence family consumption
decisions through the deployment of inﬂuence strategies (see Table 1). A variety
of strategies have been identiﬁed which we classify as bargaining (e.g. deal
making, eliciting reciprocity), persuasion (e.g. opinionating, coalition formation,
nagging/persistence and pestering), emotional (e.g. displays of positive and negative
affect), request (e.g. direct ask, demanding, informed requests), and laissez-faire
strategies (e.g. taking independent action). Direct and indirect inﬂuence strategies
have also been identiﬁed. Whereas direct strategies involve the use of more overt
behaviours (e.g. asking, begging, and pleading), indirect strategies are believed to
occur when ‘the inﬂuencer acts as if the person on the receiving end is not aware
of the inﬂuence’ (Johnson, 1976, p. 100). Indirect inﬂuence, as suggested by Götze
et al. (2009), implies that parents buy something because they know or expect their
child will appreciate it, with indirect inﬂuence suggested to occur on an unconscious
level.
In relation to studies of child inﬂuence, many variables have been identiﬁed which
moderate the amount of inﬂuence that a child has within family decision making.
Family variables, such as family communication pattern (Hsieh, Chiu, & Lin, 2006;
Kim, Lee, & Tomiuk, 2009), parental socialisation style (see, e.g., Bao, Fern, &
Sheng, 2007; Carlson & Grossbart, 1988), family size (Caruana & Vassallo, 2003),
and family type (Bates & Gentry, 1994; Flurry, 2007), are suggested to moderate the
amount of inﬂuence a child has within the family. The characteristics of the child,
including variables such as age (John, 1999; Moschis & Mitchell, 1986), gender
(Wang et al., 2007), and birth position (Flurry, 2007), are also suggested to affect the
amount and extent of child inﬂuence.
A small number of studies (see, e.g., Götze et al., 2009; Thomson et al., 2007)
have indirectly explored factors leading up to the eventual deployment of inﬂuence
strategies. Research suggests that children learn which inﬂuence strategies prove
to be effective for them to employ in inﬂuencing decisions (Götze et al., 2009;
Thomson et al., 2007). Children’s purchase inﬂuence is embedded in a series of
decision episodes over time, and children are believed to recount decision history
and successes when selecting appropriate inﬂuence strategies to utilise (Flurry &
Burns, 2005). Ultimately, children tend to stick with a particular strategy if it has
worked before (Götze et al., 2009; Palan & Wilkes, 1997). When this trial-and-error
process leads to the discovery of strategies that work, the child’s conﬁdence also
grows in relation to his/her own self-perceived relative inﬂuence (Bao et al., 2007),
and children are believed to repeat rewarding behaviours until they are no longer
successful (Flurry & Burns, 2005). Children are also suggested to gauge expected
levels of parental resistance during purchase requests, with child inﬂuence strategies
closely matched to parental response strategies and levels of parental resistance
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These studies are largely predicated upon the child socialisation ‘transmission’
model (Moore-Shay & Lutz, 1988) which assumes that parents are the primary
consumer socialisation force for children (i.e. children develop as consumers through
the constraints, rules, and behaviour of their parents). However, there have been
calls for studies which develop a more nuanced view encompassing sibling-to-sibling
in addition to parent-to-child inﬂuence as part of this process (Cotte & Wood, 2004).
Furthermore, as Lawlor and Prothero (2011) suggest, in contemporary families,
children have an increasing level of personal agency in terms of consumption, for
example access to their own monetary resources, that renders this transmission
model somewhat outdated. This points towards a need to reconsider the multilateral
interactivity of the inﬂuence process. We would also suggest that the longitudinal
and contextual perspectives are largely missing from this earlier work. None of
these earlier studies had the opportunity to examine family exchanges between
parents and children, and between siblings, across a variety of different consumption
episodes over time. Whilst this would represent a potentially fruitful avenue for
future research, it is not the intention of this paper to explore such issues using a
longitudinal approach.
In other disciplines, researchers have examined the processes of child inﬂuence
in a broader sense. Developmental psychology, for example, explores how children
can tailor purchase requests to the beliefs of people they want to persuade
(Bartsch & London, 2000; Bartsch, Wade, & Estes, 2011). Researchers of children’s
psychological understanding have reasoned that mental state conceptions play
a critical role in social interaction (Bartsch & Wellman, 1995; Harris, 1989).
As children come to recognise that people have particular beliefs, they may employ
more effective (i.e. belief relevant) persuasive strategies. For example, a child wishing
to persuade his/her parents to buy a puppy would be wise to consider parental
perspectives and reactions to such a purchase (e.g. puppies are messy or may bark
all night) and devise appropriately persuasive strategies (e.g. puppies are clean and
quiet). There is some confusion as to when this social understanding develops.
Some researchers attribute a signiﬁcant appreciation of psychological states to young
children (e.g. Bartsch & London, 2000; Bartsch, London, & Campbell, 2007;
Bartsch, Wright, & Estes, 2010), a view at odds with claims that social understanding
develops only in late childhood (Clark & Delia, 1976; Symons & Clark, 2000).
If children recognise that they stand little chance of swaying parental decisions,
they may try to ﬁnd ways to increase their relative inﬂuence. Coalition formation, for
example, has been identiﬁed as one way in which children can boost their chances of
inﬂuence success by forming unions with other family members in order to best sell
or justify a purchase request (Lee & Collins, 2000; Thomson et al., 2007). Parents
are suggested to be more responsive to the inﬂuence of children when multiple
children argue for a purchase (Tinson & Nancarrow, 2007), and children can also
purposely choose to target the parent who is perceived to be most likely to yield to
their purchase requests (Thomson et al., 2007).
Children who also use information as a basis of their inﬂuence strategies, for
example using information collected from the Internet to support their requests
as reported elsewhere (Thomson & Laing, 2003), displaying active social power
through the deployment of expert knowledge (Flurry & Burns, 2005), also tend
to meet with reduced parental resistance (Belch et al., 2005). Such strategy types
may, however, be related to the age of the child. Older children are suggested
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2007; Lee & Beatty, 2002), with a child’s power (and thus their ability to deploy
more sophisticated, bilateral strategies) relating to their age (Cowan, Drinkard, &
MacGavin, 1984; McIntosh & Punch, 2009). Although not clearly articulated as
such, these studies point to a highly complex vista of interactions implicated within
child inﬂuence and highlight the importance of understanding child inﬂuence with
an interactive process rather than a ‘snapshot’ view in order to try and capture its
complexity.
Ultimately whilst we have an understanding of the ways in which children attempt
to inﬂuence their parents (i.e. the repertoire of child inﬂuence strategies) and
factors which moderate the amount of inﬂuence which children have, a thorough
understanding of the contextual, intra-familial processes leading to child inﬂuence
within the family setting and how a given inﬂuence strategy emerges remains unclear.
Existing studies have focussed on the individual child and their isolated choice of
inﬂuence strategies, ignoring how such purchase inﬂuence may have been shaped
and guided by sometimes highly complex, earlier family interactions. Ultimately, the
processes which may precede the deployment of an inﬂuence strategy are under-
explored, under-conceptualised, and under-theorised. In this paper, we begin to
address this by focusing on the complex processes leading to inﬂuence strategy
emergence and how this works to co-construct a child’s use of subsequent and
ongoing inﬂuence strategies.
Methodology
As Lawlor and Prothero (2011) comment, parental perspectives are given primacy
in the existing literature which seeks to explore parent–child interaction in the
context of children’s purchasing requests. Guided by our aim of adopting a ‘family
perspective’ and by recent research in the ﬁeld which also accesses the perspectives
of children (see, e.g., Marshall, O’Donohoe, & Kline, 2007), we refocus research
attention and capture the voices of children and their parents within our study
which seeks to explore the processes of child inﬂuence. Guided by the seminal
child inﬂuence study conducted by Palan and Wilkes (1997), with interpretive
studies providing excellent insight into understanding the inﬂuence strategies used
by children, we adopt an interpretive, qualitative approach in our study.
Six families from the north-west of England were recruited to take part in our
study (for a summary of the families recruited, see Table 2). The families were
recruited through local schools and family organisations, and also through the use
of personal contacts. The voices of 29 family informants were captured. Such a
relatively small sample size is in line with other interpretive consumer research studies
which focus not on generalisation of results but on in-depth understanding and
insight which necessitates the use of smaller sample sizes (Carrigan & Szmigin, 2006;
Thompson, 2005). The number of family members recruited in our study is also
comparable to existing child inﬂuence studies (see, e.g., Williams & Burns, 2000).
Following interpretivist research conventions, the families were purposively
chosen (Miles & Huberman, 1984) to ensure that the families recruited had at least
two resident children in the family home to allow for the interplay between siblings
and their parents to emerge. We were also keen to recruit a diverse selection of family
types in order to represent the voices of family types which are under-represented in
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the effect of family type on the inﬂuence strategies of children was not the focus
of the current study (for details of the family types recruited, see Table 2). Ethical
procedures were strictly followed. Consent to participate was initially sought from
parents, who were then asked to grant their permission to allow their children to
be approached in order to seek their consent. Families were free to withdraw at any
stage of the data-collection process, and they were told that their names would be
changed to ensure anonymity. A method by which valid consent can be obtained,
which was particularly important in relation to our child informants, was adhered to
(Mason, 2004).
We carried out a series of in-depth interviews with each family. In-depth interviews
have been successfully utilised in earlier studies which have sought to capture the
voices of children (Lawlor & Prothero, 2011), and have the potential to yield rich
details of the experiences of children and their parents. Over a period of data
collection (4 months–1 year), the families were visited in their homes between three
and ﬁve times. Such time periods allowed us to observe signiﬁcant (e.g. birthdays,
Christmas) and mundane (e.g. the weekly grocery shopping) aspects of consumption.
Stage one of our data collection was an exploratory interview with parents/
guardians (and broad questions were posed, such as what techniques do your children
use to inﬂuence your decisions? What techniques work well in inﬂuencing your
decisions? What techniques prove ineffective?). Following this interview, stage two
of our data collection involved interviews with the children. The interviews with the
children involved broad themes such as: how do you ask your parents for things?
What do your parents say when you ask them for things? How do your parents
react to what you have asked for? How do your parents react to the way you asked?
Responses to these questions were then subject to probing in order to understand
fully the narratives leading to eventual strategy deployment.
Some children preferred to be interviewed individually whereas others preferred
to have a sibling present. Each child, even those who initially opted to have a sibling
present during their interview, did go on to speak to the interviewer1 at some length
(and out of earshot of other family members) on an individual basis. Our data
collection with the child participants occurred over a relatively short time period,
which meant that issues relating to the cognitive and social development of child
informants were minimised. Stage three comprised a ﬁnal family group interview.
Whilst the voices of each family member may not be included explicitly in our
ﬁndings section, the ﬁndings which we present are consistent with the stories which
emerged from our research encounters with all family members.
Each interview was tape recorded and transcribed verbatim, with interviews lasting
between 60 and 130 minutes. Transcriptions were augmented with written ﬁeld
notes, which were typed up as soon as each interview/observation was complete in
order to capture the richness of the data. The transcribed interview texts, alongside
ﬁeld notes, consisted of more than 250 pages and formed the data set for analysis. The
process of data analysis closely followed the stages involved in analysing qualitative
data described by Spiggle (1994) and the approach adopted by Dewsnap and Jobber
(2009). A combination of within- and across-case analysis occurred. Stage one of our
data analyses began with authors reading the transcriptions of each interview. Notes
were compared, and then a new reading of the complete transcriptions occurred at an
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individual level. Emergent themes were compared between authors, with our analysis
shown to another colleague who is experienced in the analysis of qualitative data to
ensure that our interpretations were ﬁrmly rooted within our data. Our ﬁndings were
also then discussed with our informants, and each family was debriefed fully at the
end of our data-collection process.
Findings
Our research encounters with our family informants highlight the important
processes leading to eventual employment of successful inﬂuence strategies. During
this process, a child’s interaction with members of their family works to inform and
shape subsequent use of a particular inﬂuence strategy type. The children learnt
through interaction with other family members how to best frame their purchase
requests to parents, using this understanding to help co-construct and guide their
later use of inﬂuence strategies.
Our study focuses on the two key elements of this process, drawing those elements
together around speciﬁc consumption examples to contextualise the child inﬂuence
processes recounted. Part 1 describes the learning and interaction processes between
parents and children. Part 2 describes the learning and interaction processes between
siblings. Such learning and interaction, we suggest, guide the inﬂuence strategies
which subsequently emerge. Our ﬁndings help to demonstrate the complexity in
the processes of child inﬂuence and help us to understand how children’s purchase
inﬂuence emerges within the family context.
Part 1: Parent–child interaction and learning
Across each family, the children demonstrated an ability to gauge expected levels
of parental resistance to their inﬂuence strategies (Götze et al., 2009). More than
this, however, the children’s perception of their parents’ resistance was used to help
guide and inform how they subsequently asked their parents for products, as Helen
describes:
Sometimes you just know there’s just no point in going near Mum, or asking her
for things ...she’d just say no. The timing might be wrong, she might have had a
bad day at work, or whatever. There’s some things that just won’t work on her ...
crying, she doesn’t do crying! You’ve got to be a bit more complex than that ...
at Christmas, I used the Internet to ﬁnd the things I wanted, where to get them,
and how much they were, got the lowest price. She quite liked that ...yeah, she
likes to know you’ve thought things through. (Helen, aged 16)
During a series of decision episodes over time (Flurry & Burns, 2005), the
children appeared to be highly attuned to their family setting, and they had learnt
which inﬂuence strategies proved to be effective through their previous interactions
with their parents (Götze et al., 2009; Thomson et al., 2007). Helen, for example,
recognises that crying is not often an inﬂuence strategy which leads to success with
her mother, a view which was prevalent across the children studied. Rather, Helen
demonstrates a subtle understanding and reading of her mother’s position in terms
of recognising both the ﬁnancial cost of Christmas and her mother’s busyness at this
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product, an expensive designer belt, on the basis of its cost, Helen researches her
purchase request online. Information gathered from the Internet is often used by
children to help support purchase requests (Belch et al., 2005; Thomson & Laing,
2003), and Helen signals to her mother where she can purchase the belt at the lowest
possible price:
Helen wanted a belt for Christmas, some Burberry one I think it was, which was
really expensive. She knew I wouldn’t get it for her, but she went online and found
the cheapest one ...I was quite impressed by that. She told me where I could buy
it, where it was cheapest. (Barbara, Helen’s mother)
Barbara subsequently bought Helen the Burberry belt for Christmas. We feel that
Barbara’s acquiescence to her daughter’s purchase request was strengthened by
Helen’s ability to integrate her mother’s perspective into her inﬂuence behaviours.
Through recognising the limited resources of her mother (both ﬁnancial and time
based), Helen was able to resolve and pre-empt such tensions, and Helen’s purchase
request was subsequently granted.
The ability of children to consider the beliefs of their parents and to recognise
parental perspectives on consumption issues were evident across the families studied.
Indeed, parents appeared to be more responsive to purchase requests which were
well thought through and considered their point of view:
I’m just not going to buy them junk, the ﬁrst thing they ask for once they’ve seen
it on the telly. They need to think about it, why do they want it? What will it do?
How much will it cost me? They need to ‘sell it’ to me. (Ray, father of Nina and
stepfather of Jessica)
The children pre-empted parental responses and used this understanding to tailor
their arguments to the beliefs of their parents (Bartsch et al., 2011). This frequently
resulted in children trying to justify the purchase request to parents in a persuasive
manner. The Jones family children, for example, wanted their parents to buy
them a new home computer, and one child, Michael, was chosen to act as
spokesperson for the child team. Not only was the children’s familiarity in terms
of understanding which parent was most likely to yield used to inform their inﬂuence
attempt, with children in two-parent families able to identify the ‘weaker’ parent
(Thomson et al., 2007), but the children also assessed each other’s capabilities
(Flurry & Burns, 2005) and decided which sibling stood greatest chance of inﬂuence
success:
We [siblings] all wanted a new computer ...we didn’t think that Dad would say
yes, but Mum might. She wouldn’t just get it there and then, we needed to think
about how best to ask ...I asked her. I was the one that asked her because she
can’t say no to me ...so I said it would help us for school and that she could pay
bills on it, but I’ve got to show her how, how to use it. (Michael, aged 14)
Michael, pre-empting his mother’s resistance to this purchase, subsequently framed
the purchase request around the educational beneﬁts that the PC would bring to
the children. In turn, Michael made the purchase appear more appealing to his
mother:
So Michael comes to me and throws his arms around me and he says they
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that it will help them at school, they can do their homework on it, and go on
the Internet to do their research. How could I say no to him? Then he said it
would help me with my college work, so I thought yeah, yeah why not. It’s a good
choice ...he’s going to show me what to do and how to use it. (Debbie, Michael’s
mother)
Such behaviour, stating why a purchase might also be useful to a parent, has been
described as high-level perspective taking (Bartsch & London, 2000) and has proven
to be an effective strategy that the children studied employed. Furthermore, Michael
promises to teach his mother how to use the home PC, and thus support her use of
the requested product (which was later purchased), offering a contextualised example
of reverse socialisation (Ekström, 2007) where the parent learns about consumption
behaviour from the child.
Just as Michael Jones directs his inﬂuence strategies towards his mother, and Helen
Akua also directs her inﬂuence strategies towards her mother, the children have
learnt, as discussed, which parent is most likely to yield to their purchase requests.
Furthermore, the children also discussed utilising a range of parent-speciﬁc inﬂuence
strategies during their purchase requests, as Anna Jones comments:
With Mum ...with Mum it’s your ‘everyone else has one’ or ‘it’s unfair’. You’ve
got to work hard on Mum to get things, Dad’s a bit easier. With Dad it’s hugs or
promises, like to do well in school ...the things that don’t work is shouting or
crying ...it’s just not effective on them. (Anna, aged 12)
Our family stories, supported by Anna’s comment, also highlight how parents
react in different ways to their children’s purchase requests, with differential levels of
parental resistance to the child inﬂuence process evident across the families. Within
the families, certain children appeared to be able to weaken parental resolve easily,
whereas other children seemingly faced much higher levels of parental resistance
to their inﬂuence attempts requiring a process of multi-strategy iterations. The
relationship between parent and child, we suggest, thus affects speciﬁc child inﬂuence
processes within any one family, not only in terms of the length of the process but
also its character. Within the Baldwin family, for example, Carole and Ray (parents)
described how one of their children, Jessica, has to work much harder at inﬂuencing
their decisions:
I suppose Jessica does get the raw end of the deal, I don’t know why that is. She
does have to work harder on us to get things. Just one look from Nina and Ray’s
putty, he’d get her anything. Jessica’s not so lucky. (Carole, mother of Nina and
Jessica)
Whereas ‘asking’ proves to be an effective inﬂuence strategy for Nina Baldwin to
employ, illustrating a truncated, rather straightforward inﬂuence process, Jessica
appears to struggle to weaken parental resolve, as she explains:
Jessica: I try just to ask them for things, but they’re having none of it, they
keep, they just say that I’ve had too much, and that they can’t afford
it. That’s what they always say to me, ‘we’ve got no money’ ...but
they get stuff for Nina, they buy her loads of stuff.
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Jessica: Yeah ...she’s their angel, she like, like gets all the time, she doesn’t
even have to ask for things, she just gets them from Ray, he buys her
things all the time ...It doesn’t work like that for me ...I have to
put money to the things I want, or just go without. (Jessica, aged 14)
Recognising the high level of parental resistance to her inﬂuence strategies, Jessica’s
inﬂuence process involves a more complex series of interactions leading to the
emergence of bilateral inﬂuence strategies (e.g. bargaining, compromise) in an
attempt to bolster her chances of inﬂuence success with her parents. Children
generally utilise bilateral strategies when they expect non-compliance from their
parents (Bao et al., 2007). It is not uncommon for siblings to feel disadvantaged
within the family, or for children to feel that one child is favoured by their parents
over others (Tucker, McHale, & Crouter, 2005), and in the Baldwin family, Jessica’s
mother and step-father alike recognise their differential treatment of their children
which works to subsequently inform Jessica’s inﬂuence behaviours:
The only way that I know I can get things is to get them myself, save my money
and buy them. Then Mum and Ray don’t need to buy me things ...I did that with
my McKenzie coat. (Jessica, aged 14)
Other children described how their relationships with their parents worked to
their advantage in swaying parental decisions. Michael Jones, for example, has a
particularly strong relationship with his mother. As such, Michael feels that he
doesn’t need to engage in an elaborate process, with Michael’s mother often working
alongside Michael to counter any resistance that Michael encounters from his father
(Paul):
Debbie: He’ll [Michael] come round, and he’ll put his arms around you ...and
he’ll just say, you know what I’d really like? ...A n dt h e ni t ’ su pt om et ob r e a k
thenewstoPaul...hewantswhat?MyGod!DoesherealisehowmanyhoursI’ve
got to put in to get that? And then I’ll say, well I’ll give you my family allowance,
and we’ll cut down on food, and we’ll go to ALDI instead of ASDA [supermarkets]
...I don’t really do that for the others [children]. (Debbie, mother of Michael,
Anna, Tina, and Adam)
Parents have been found to work alongside their children in swaying the decisions of
other family members (Thomson et al., 2007), and Lee and Collins (2000) report that
mothers and their eldest sons (as is the case here) seem to work best together. Here,
Debbie co-constructs the nature of Michael’s inﬂuence, working in union with him
to subsequently help sway the decisions of his father (with Debbie in turn offering
Michael’s father a deal to help secure Michael’s purchase requests).
Deal making between parents and children was another way in which children’s
eventual inﬂuence strategies were co-constructed prior to deployment. Negotiation
has been identiﬁed as one form of parental response to their children’s purchase
requests (Lawlor & Prothero, 2011). Parents offered deals as a compromise to their
children’s purchase requests, often as a desire to instil the value of money to their
children:
The kids know that we don’t have a never-ending supply of money, so I might
say you’ll have to pay a bit to it as well, whatever it is. It’s a compromise, going
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The children, too, instigated deal-making with their parents which involved offering
to contribute partially to the cost of the requested product. When doing so, the
children were clear (even those that were ﬁnancially autonomous, receiving pocket
money or income for the fulﬁlment of household chores) that they would not fund
the entire purchase, but they appreciated that some form of contribution (ﬁnancial
or otherwise, e.g. offering unpaid labour in return for the purchase) would appease
their parents and ultimately lead to chosen inﬂuence strategy success:
If you really wanted something, even if it’s something small like Moshi Monster
cards, you’d have to say well, I’ll pay half, you pay the other half. That’s the fair
thing to do ...they don’t say no then. (Adam, aged 9)
This ﬁrst section of our ﬁndings has worked to establish that children’s inﬂuence
strategies emerge through a process of interactions with other family members.
Through interaction with parents and gauging who the weaker parent is and
consideration of which strategies proved to be effective, the children are guided
to particular types of inﬂuence strategies and routes. Parent–child relationships
(including the related level of parental resistance encountered and the formation of
parent–child coalitions) also appeared to guide and co-construct the subsequent form
of inﬂuence strategies that the children utilised.
Part 2: Sibling interaction and learning
The children studied also monitored the inﬂuence tactics of their siblings to inform
their own inﬂuence behaviours. We feel that this further strengthens the notion that
inﬂuence behaviours are co-constructed and shaped by family interactions. Here, Jack
highlights how he looks to his sister, Zara, for inﬂuence strategy guidance:
Zara’s good at getting things from Mum and Dad. She uses deals a lot. That
works, deals, so I’ve started to do that now. I say I’ll put some of my spends
to things, stickers and phones and things. (Jack, aged 9)
Here, Zara is viewed by Jack as being highly effective in inﬂuencing parental
decisions, and Jack often attempts to imitate Zara’s use of effective inﬂuence
strategies, as his mother, Pat, comments:
It’s quite sweet ...Zara will come to us and say she’ll walk the dog for a week
and ‘put to’ a new pair of trainers that she wants, and then Jack will come and do
the same. If I’ve said yes to one of them, I can’t say no to the other. (Pat, mother
of Jack and Zara)
The inﬂuence strategies of individual children were also shaped by the inﬂuence
strategy utilisation of their siblings in terms of the frequency of strategy employment.
The children within each family reported biding their time, with the children aware
(i.e. taking their parents’ perspective) that their parents may be unwilling to grant
their purchase requests if their siblings had recently asked for things. The children
frequently cited a lack of funds as a likely response by their parents to their purchase
requests (Lawlor & Prothero, 2011; Palan & Wilkes, 1997), and several children
echoed the importance of timing their inﬂuence strategy employment during our







































































 Kerrane et al. The co-constructed nature of the child inﬂuence process in family consumption 827
There’s no point asking after someone else has just been bought something ...
they’ll just say they’ve got no money. You’ve got to wait a bit, but not too long.
I never wait too long. (Adam, aged 9)
The children also recalled stories of siblings tarnishing the use of an inﬂuence
strategy type through its improper use. Luke Harrison, for example, recounts his
brother’s use of a deal-making strategy with his mother in which his sibling did not
reciprocate his side of the bargain:
Some stuff doesn’t work, deals don’t work now. Mark spoilt that one ...he
borrowed money off Mum for some new trainers he got and he didn’t give it her
back. So she won’t do that anymore, lend you money if you haven’t got it ...she’s
become wise to that one. (Luke, aged 13)
Ultimately, certain strategies were rendered ineffective for some of the children
because of the actions of their siblings, further highlighting how family interactions
and decision episodes shaped and co-constructed the inﬂuence processes of the
children studied. Here, Luke is aware of the failed deal making between Mark and
his mother and his mother’s scepticism which now surrounds deal-making strategies.
Luke recognises this and, as a result, avoids the use of deals which he considers to be
rendered ineffective because of his brother’s actions.
Sibling coalitions were also discussed by our family informants. Robert and Lee
White, for example, discussed their inﬂuence strategy process when they wanted a
new computer game (‘Pokémon Emerald’). The boys felt that their request would
be stronger if their brother, Kevin, was also involved in asking their parents for
the computer game. The boys felt that their parents would be more responsive to
requests for products that the siblings could share and enjoy together. Kevin was also
considered an important ally by his siblings because Kevin was described as being
highly effective at inﬂuencing his parents through his use of persistence. Initially,
however, Kevin showed little interest in the game choice, and Robert took action to
encourage his sibling to lend his inﬂuence support:
Me and Lee wanted Pokémon Emerald. Kevin wasn’t bothered about it. Mum and
Dad always say that they’ll get us stuff if we promise to share it together, but they
won’t buy us one each ...I said to Kevin that if he said he wanted it as well, he
could lend my DVDs for a bit. (Robert, age 12)
Parents have been found to be more responsive when multiple children argue for a
purchase (Tinson & Nancarrow, 2007), something which Robert and Lee recognised.
Considering the viewpoint of their parents, Robert then approached Kevin to lend his
support to the purchase request. Through the behaviours of Robert and Kevin, and
the deal making that took place between them, Kevin agreed to lend his siblings his
inﬂuence support in return for the loan of the DVDs. Siblings often use products and
monetary exchanges as currency to sway the decisions of other siblings (McIntosh
& Punch, 2009), and family members and siblings have been found to lend each
other inﬂuence support through effective coalition formation (Lee & Collins, 2000;
Thomson et al., 2007):
I didn’t really want the game, but the other two did and Mum buys us things when
we say we’ll all share it. We’re much stronger when we ask for things together,
we stand a better chance ...I just went along with it to get Robert’s DVDs, so it
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Here, the children again demonstrated how they took their parents’ perspective on
board in their inﬂuence strategies. The children pre-empted their parents’ reaction to
the shared use of products, and manipulated this to their advantage by creating an
artiﬁcial situation in which they all appeared to want the product. Not only did the
children studied gauge expected levels of parental resistance, as reported elsewhere
(Götze et al., 2009), but they used this understanding to shape and inform their
inﬂuence strategy behaviours and tactics. Ultimately, parental reactions shaped, and
helped to construct, the collaborative route of the inﬂuence process utilised by the
boys in the White family.
Using the example of the computer game choice, not only is the inﬂuence strategy
shaped by pre-empting the parental response (i.e. the siblings felt that a group request
was needed in order to boost their success) through interaction, but it was also shaped
by utilising the effectiveness of another sibling’s skill set:
Kevin went on and on to get them all a computer game, he said they would share
it and that it would buy me some peace when they had it! I do like it when they
play together and share, I think that’s important ...Kevin just went on and on,
that’s what he does, and I gave in. (Claire, mother of Robert, Lee, and Kevin)
Sibling–sibling coalitions were evident within each family. Within the Baldwin
family, for example, Nina feels that her half-sister, Jessica, is in an unfair and different
position when she tries to inﬂuence the decisions of her parents (as discussed in
part one of our ﬁndings). Whilst Nina can easily sway the decisions of her parents,
Jessica has to work much harder to inﬂuence her mother and stepfather. Nina
considers this to be unfair, with fairness suggested to be a characteristic of sibling
interaction and exchanges (McIntosh & Punch, 2009). Taking Jessica’s perspective
on board, Nina lends her half-sister inﬂuence support to redress the perceived
imbalance in equity, with Nina posing purchase requests to her parents on Jessica’s
behalf:
Mummy and Daddy don’t buy Jessica many things ...she tries to get them to, but
they don’t. Sometimes ...sometimes I’ll try and help her, say I want something
when really, really it’s for her. (Nina, aged 5)
Again, this level of sibling–sibling interaction worked to co-construct Jessica’s
inﬂuence strategies, and Kerrane and Hogg (2010) have similarly reported that
siblings can lend each other inﬂuence support during purchase requests to parents.
This second section of our ﬁndings has further highlighted how the inﬂuence
strategies of children are co-constructed through their interaction with their siblings.
The children described how they monitored the actions and effectiveness of their
siblings in terms of how they posed purchase requests to parents, with such insight
guiding their later inﬂuence behaviours. The children also demonstrated how they
worked together in coalitions to inﬂuence their parents through co-constructed
inﬂuence attempts. This illustrates further the iterative character of the child inﬂuence
process not only in terms of different strategies being employed along the way, but
also in terms of inﬂuence being ‘passed through’ different members of the family,
either sibling or parent, that act like inﬂuence conduits to amplify the inﬂuence
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Discussion
In this exploratory study, we adopt a ‘family perspective’ (Epp & Price, 2008; Lawlor
& Prothero, 2011) to investigate how children’s purchase inﬂuence emerges within
the family setting. We respond to calls for research to explore the processes of child
inﬂuence (Cotte & Wood, 2004; Flurry, 2007; Flurry & Burns, 2005; John, 1999)
and address gaps in the literature by shifting research focus from understanding types
of inﬂuence strategies per se towards exploring the complex process of intra-familial
pre-inﬂuence strategy interactions, suggesting that family interaction and negotiations
work to co-construct the emergence of successful child inﬂuence strategies.
Therefore, the dual contribution offered by this paper is ﬁrst to go some way to
address calls to shift family consumer research from its individualistic focus to one
encompassing the rich context of intra-familial interaction; and second to understand
more strongly and conceptualise the interaction processes leading to the emergence
of successful strategic deployment and concomitant consumption behaviour.
Through capturing both parental and child accounts, we identify a range of
child inﬂuence processes. As explained above, existing studies of child inﬂuence
are largely preoccupied by describing the types of strategy that children employ
to the relative neglect of understanding the processes leading to child inﬂuence
itself (Cotte & Wood, 2004; Flurry, 2007). In this paper, we suggest that children
tailor their inﬂuence strategies by incorporating the beliefs of their parents into
their purchase requests, drawing on their reﬂections upon child/parent interactions.
Such an understanding is prevalent, and indeed more current, within the ﬁelds of
developmental psychology (see, e.g., Bartsch & London, 2000) which recognises
that children can tailor arguments to the mental states of others. However, moving
beyond this, this research adds that siblings and parents themselves are often co-opted
into the inﬂuence process as important co-actors, amplifying the inﬂuence effect and
helping to ensure the success of the inﬂuence process.
The children considered a range of factors which shaped both their use of inﬂuence
strategies and their choice of a particular strategy type. Indeed, they were able to read
their family environment carefully and were guided by their interactions with other
family members in order to decide how best to frame purchase requests to parents.
The children showed a great deal of sophistication in gauging expected levels of
parental resistance and the likely parental response to their chosen strategy; they
considered their parents’ point of view when devising effective inﬂuence strategies;
they considered which parent was the easier target; they reﬂected on the frequency of
inﬂuence strategy utilisation by other siblings within their family (and how effective
such strategies were), and also on their own historical success and failures in utilising
a given inﬂuence strategy type; they considered their own capabilities when selecting
an appropriate strategy to employ; and they highlighted tactics through which they
could boost their chances of inﬂuence success when needed (i.e. through coalition
formation with other family members or collecting information from the Internet
when they experienced or anticipated stiff parental resistance to their inﬂuence
strategies).
Developing this point, it was observed that children were skilled in understanding
when to stop requesting products from their parents, and deliberated on how best
to change tack or move on to, or indeed enrol the support of, the second parent
when trying to weaken parental resolve. However, they often appeared cautious of
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actions may have caused with their parents, introducing a strategic delay into their
inﬂuence process (e.g. through waiting periods of time before they asked their parents
again for subsequent products).
This study highlights the iterative nature of eventual strategy deployment, moving
beyond studies which link speciﬁc consumer behaviour with speciﬁc inﬂuence
strategies. This research outlines a different picture of sometimes several strategies
being employed over a period of time in relation to the same eventual consumption
act, embedded in rich intra-familial interaction. This, as argued above, offers a more
processual view of child inﬂuence research, rather than the somewhat snapshot
approach previously offered. Developing this approach, future research could
usefully incorporate ongoing relationship and family maintenance and construction
(Epp & Price, 2008) in the context of the child inﬂuence process. Furthermore,
although this research has not explicitly linked the developmental psychology of the
child to this process, there is a clear opportunity for future research to map out and
make explicit links between developmental progression per se alongside development
in the type and sophistication of the inﬂuence process.
Although existing research has identiﬁed the range of inﬂuence strategies which
children use to inﬂuence parental decisions (see, e.g., Palan & Wilkes, 1997), we
suggest that a child does not have automatic access to each strategy type identiﬁed.
Certain inﬂuence strategies (e.g. coalition formation, deal making) seem beyond the
reach of certain children, either because they lack the skill or support to deploy a
given inﬂuence strategy or because they (or other siblings within their family) have
tarnished the use of an inﬂuence behaviour through past actions (e.g. failing to keep
their side of the bargain in deal-making situations). There may also be little need
to deploy complex or sophisticated strategy types in the case of the sensitive topic
of favoured children, which this research hints at, and further research is needed to
explore how differential (or unequal) parenting affects the inﬂuence process. The
families recruited in our study are predominantly white and middle class, and future
research might speciﬁcally explore the child inﬂuence process across different family
types, concentrating on whether family structure and/or type affects these processes.
Whilst we acknowledge that we represented the voices of under-represented family
types in consumer research, we did not speciﬁcally explore how family type affected
the inﬂuence strategies which children utilised. In addition, our study explored child
inﬂuence across a wide age group (using the family as a whole as the unit of analysis),
and future research could explore speciﬁc age groupings of children and the impact
that age has on the child inﬂuence process.
Moving beyond the academic contributions laid out above, what are the
implication of this research for practitioners and public policy? How might
practitioners use these new insights in their marketing strategies? And how might
public policymakers use this new understanding of child inﬂuence in social marketing
campaigns?
From a practitioner viewpoint, our ﬁndings reiterate that children have substantial
inﬂuence within the family and develop knowledge of how they engage in complex
processes to exert such inﬂuence. The children that we studied had signiﬁcant
purchase inﬂuence, and such inﬂuence needs to be understood in the context of
family consumption, with effective marketing requiring knowledge of the sources of
inﬂuence vis a vis these processes (Lee & Collins, 2000). This would allow marketers
to, for example, intervene with key messages at relevant points in the process.
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research offers by generating examples of arguments that children might use in
family discussions. This could add veracity to campaigns, offer children exemplars
of successful strategy processes, or introduce new tactics to children such as the
coalition building or strategic delays outlined above. Marketing strategists, with a
keener awareness of how children’s inﬂuence strategies both develop over time and
emerge from a series of family experiences, might consider how best to position
their product in terms of place. For example, utilising online marketing campaigns
to reach children, providing product information that children can use in the family
settings as consumption choices are negotiated, or making their goods more easily
available online so that children can draw their parents into the consumer decision-
making cycle earlier rather than later. Epp and Price (2011) equally point towards the
importance of understanding customer networks, as represented by the family, and
of the need to recognise collective and relational goals – suggesting that customer
networks are not simply an aggregation of individual goals but rather a ‘dynamic
interplay’ of individual, relational, and collective ones. This suggests that marketers
might need to consider how to appeal to identity goals related to the relational
self (e.g. brother, sister, mother, father) when they are portraying family settings in
advertising campaigns. Marketing managers therefore need a deeper understanding
of the dynamics at play which shape network goals.
For public policymakers who employ social marketing campaigns, the importance
of this processual, intra-familial perspective on child inﬂuence cannot be over-
emphasized. Perspective taking, for example, could be one line of argument to use
in campaigns where public policymakers are seeking to deter or change children’s
behaviours (e.g. excessive drinking, drug taking) by encouraging an understanding
of the points of view of important others in their lives (e.g. friends, family, peer
group). Social marketing campaigns could also draw on these more recent insights
into the complex processes of family interaction – and particularly how inﬂuence
works between siblings (e.g. coalition formation) – in developing appeals which have
particular relevance in a family context; for example, for older children, dissuading
the take-up of smoking, and, for younger children through to teenagers, encouraging
healthy eating.
Conclusion
To conclude, this paper ﬁnds that the examination of child inﬂuence, taking a ‘family
perspective’, can yield signiﬁcant new insights into children’s pre-consumption
practices. As illustrated above, this moves beyond individualistic and dyadic
approaches to child inﬂuence and studies focusing on types of child inﬂuence per se.
The children in our study engage in complex iterative processes often involving
multiple inﬂuence strategies, coalition formation, perspective taking, and the co-
option of either (or both) parents and other siblings. They mobilise external elements
(such as Internet information and advertising messages) to employ tactics such as
reverse socialisation, and introduce strategic delay and multiple iterations into the
process. We show how an understanding based on this approach offers considerable
possibilities for family consumer research, potential value to marketers, policymakers,
and academics alike of the insights it might generate.
Finally, this work, together with others (Epp & Price, 2011; Lawlor & Prothero,
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research. Taking a familial, networked perspective to a phenomenon previously
largely conceptualised from an individualistic perspective raises interesting questions
vis a vis the appropriateness of current philosophical models of child agency
underpinning traditional child inﬂuence research. In this paper, contrary to images
of an individual child working towards a speciﬁc consumption choice through
employing an inﬂuence strategy, what is beginning to emerge is instead more akin
to a highly networked, distributed familial agency where speciﬁc consumption acts
emerge as a result of collective action. We posit that this notion may have the
potential to question the very nomenclature of ‘child inﬂuence’ itself as an organising
concept for this type of research. We would argue that future studies of child
inﬂuence need to consider the ontological implications of shifting from approaches
predicated upon individualistic goals towards a focus upon collective and relational
action. Whatever the developments of this ﬁeld have in store, what is clear is that it
will continue to be a rich and diverse stream of research and a topic of signiﬁcant
importance for consumer researchers, practitioners, and policymakers alike for some
time to come.
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